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INTRODUCTION

THAT human society is a ceaseless growth, an unfold-

ment in terms of spirituality ;

That bestiality is as far removed from manhood as

matter from spirit ;

That though there is nothing to be ashamed of in the

sex-urge, it is meant only for the act of creation ;

That while absolute Brahmacharya, or control of all

the senses at all times and at all places in thought, word

and deed, is a consummation devoutedly to be wished,

if one dare not think of it, one might marry by all means,

but even then one must live a life of self-restraint ;

That marriage must be considered as a sacrament

imposing discipline upon the partners, restricting them

to the physical union only among themselves and for

the purpose only of procreation when both the partners

desire and are prepared for it ;

That the observance of the Law of Continence is

impossible without a living faith in God which is living

Truth;

That woman must cease to consider herself the

object of man's lust or plaything if she has to fulfil her

destiny ;
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That self-control is the surest and the only method

of regulating the birth-rate and birth-control by con-

traceptives is both immoral and suicidal ;

And that a large part of the miseries of today can be

avoided if we look at the relations between the sexes in

a healthy and pure light and regard ourselves as the

trustees for the moral welfare of the future generations

such are the central teachings of the Gospel of Brahma-

charya which Mahatma Gandhi has expounded during
the past four decades from countless platforms and in

his numerous contributions to the pages of his Indian

Opinion, Young India, Navajivan and Harijan. An

attempt has been made in the present work to collate

and co-ordinate as many passages as could be garnered

from his writings and speeches bearing on the subject

of the relations of the sexes and to present them in a

single handy volume so as to enable the world dis-

passionately to study the teachings of one of the master-

minds of the age.

Even a cursory glance through any single chapter of

this work will show to the reader that Gandhiji holds

radical views on most of the subjects dealt with by him

and that not infrequently some of these views constitute

a direct challenge to those professed in so-called

"enlightened" and "progressive" society. But, they

are expressed with such an entire absence of dogmatism
and with such compelling appeal to reason that it will be

difficult to brush them aside as being obsolete or

obscurantist. It is our earnest hope as the compilers
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that this work will help to spread the teachings of the

Saint of Sabarmati and Sevagram and to promote among
the younger generation of today a healthy outlook on

the relations between the sexes.

In compiling this work we have drawn freely not

only on the volumes of Young India and Harijan but

also on the publications of Messrs. Natesan and Co.,

Madras, and S. Ganesan, Madras, containing the writings

and speeches of Gandhiji. To these publishers our

sincere thanks are due. We are, in particular, grateful

to the Navajivan Trust, who hold the copyright of

Gandhiji's writings, for permission to reprint passages

from Young India, Harijan and Navajivan. Ungrudging
assistance has been rendered to us in our work by a

number of friends, among whom special mention should

be made of Rao Saheb D. A.Telang, B. N.Motiwalla,

and K. N. Gopalier. We are also grateful to Prof.

Satish D. Kalelkar of the Benares Hindu University for

kindly permitting us to reproduce in this work the

photograph showing Gandhiji giving his blessings to the

infant daughter of Prof. Kalelkar and Mrs. Chanduben

Kalelkar.

Bombay, K. iv. r .

August 1943. U. R- R.
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I. WHAT IS BRAHMACHARYA ?

Absolute renunciation^ absolute brahmacharya is the

ideal state. If you dare not think of it marry by all

means, b^lt even then live a life of self-control. M. K. G.

IT is not easy to write on this subject. But my own

experience being fairly extensive I am always desirous of

placing some of its results before the reader. Some
letters which I have received have reinforced this desire.

A correspondent asks :

"What is Brahmacharya ? Is it possible to

observe it in its perfection ? If yes, have you
attained that state ?

"

Brahmacharya properly and fully understood means
search after Brahma. As Brahma is present in every
one of us, we must seek for it within with the help of

meditation and consequent realisation. Realisation is

impossible without complete control of all the senses.

Therefore Brahmacharya signifies control of all the

senses at all times and at all places in thought, word and

deed.

Perfect Brahmacharis, men or women, are perfectly
sinless. They are therefore near to God. They are

like God.

I have no doubt that such perfect observance of

Brahmacharya is possible. I regret to say that I have

not attained such perfection, although my effort in that

direction is ceaseless and I have not given up hope of

attaining it in this very life.
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4 THE CONQUEST OF SEX

I am on my guard when awake. I have acquired

control over the body. I am also fairly restrained in

speech. But as regards thoughts there still remains

much for me to do. When I wish to concentrate my
thoughts upon a particular subject, I am disturbed by
other thoughts too and thus there is a conflict between

them. Yet during waking hours I am able to prevent

their collision. I may be said to have reached a state

where I am free from unclean thoughts. But I cannot

exercise an equal control over my thoughts in sleep. In

sleep all manner of thoughts enter my mind, and I also

dream unexpected dreams. Sometimes there arises a

craving for pleasures previously enjoyed. When these

cravings are impure there are bad dreams. This condition

implies sinful life.

My thoughts of sin are scotched but not killed.

If I had acquired perfect mastery over my thoughts, I

should not have suffered from pleurisy, dysentery and

appendicitis as I have during the last ten years. I

believe that when the soul is sinless, the body which she

inhabits is healthy too. That is to say, as the soul

progresses towards freedom from sin, the body also tends

to become immune from disease. But a healthy body
in this case does not mean a strong body. A^powerful

souHivesonly in a weak bod^. As the soul advances in

A perfectly healthy body

might yet be quite emaciated. A strong body is

often diseased. Even if there be no disease, such a

body catches infection soon, while a perfectly healthy

body enjoys complete immunity from it. Pure bloodwww.gandhimedia.org



WHAT IS BRAHMACHARYA ? 5

has the power of expelling all obnoxious germs.

This wonderful state is indeed difficult to reach. Or

else I should have reached it already, for I am confident

that I have not been indifferent in adopting every single

measure conducing to that end. There is no external

thing which can keep me from my goal, but it is not

given us easily to wipe out the impressions left by past

actions. I am not at all despondent in spite of this

delay, for I can conceive the state of perfect freedom from

sin, I can even catch a faint glimpse of it. And the

progress I have made gives ground for hope, not for

despair. Even if I die without realising my aspiration

I shall not believe that I am defeated. For I believe in

a future life as strongly as I do in the present. And so

I know that the least possible effort is not wasted.

I have entered into these autobiographical details

in order that my correspondents and others in a like

condition might feel encouraged and cultivate self-

confidence. Atma is the same in every one of us. All

souls possess equal potentialities ; only some have

developed their powers while others have them in a

dormant condition. These latter too will have a like

experience if only they try.

Thus far I have dealt with Brahmacharya in its

wider significance. Brahmacharya in the popular or

current acceptance of the term means control of animal

passion in thought, word and deed. This meaning is

also correct as the control of passion has been held to be

very difficult. The same stress has not been laid upon
the control of the palate, and hence the control of passionwww.gandhimedia.org



6 THE CONQUEST OF SEX

has grown more difficult and almost impossible. Medical

men believe that passion is stronger in a body worn out

by disease, and therefore Brahmacharya appears hard to

our enervated people.

I have spoken above of a weak but healthy body.
Let no one therefore run away with the idea that we

should neglect physical culture, I have expounded the

highest form of Brahmacharya in my broken language

which may perhaps be misunderstood. One who wishes

to attain perfect control of all the senses must be prepared

in the end to welcome weakness of body. All desire for

bodily strength vanishes when there is no longer any
attachment for the body.

But the body of a Brahmachari who has conquered
animal passion must be very strong and full of lustre.

Even this restricted Brahmacharya is a wonderful thing.

One who is free from carnal thoughts even in his dreams

is worthy of the world's adoration. It is clear that

control of the other senses is an easy thing for him.

Another friend writes :

"My condition is pitiable. The same vicious

thoughts disturb me day and night, in the office, on
the road, when I am reading or working or even

praying. How am I to control my thoughts ?

How can I look upon womankind as upon my own
mother ? How can nothing but the purest affection

emanate from the eyes ? How can I eradicate

wicked thoughts ? I have your article on Brahma-
charaya before me, but it seems I cannot profit by
it at all."

This is indeed heart-rending. Many of us are in a

like predicament. But so long as the mind is up againstwww.gandhimedia.org



WHAT IS BRAHMACHARYA ? 7

wicked thoughts there is no reason to get disheartened.

The eyes should be closed and the ears stopped with

cotton if they are sinning. It is a good practice to walk

with the eyes cast downwards so that there is no occasion

for them to wander in other directions. One should flee

from the place where unclean talk is going on or where

unclean music is being sung.

Control should be acquired over the organ of taste.

My experience is that one who has not mastered taste

cannot control animal passion either. It is no easy task

to conquer the palate. But conquest of passion is bound

up with the conquest of the palate. One of the means

of controlling taste is to give up spices and condiments

altogether or as far as possible. Another and a more

effective means is always to cultivate a feeling that we

eat just in order to sustain the body and never for taste .

We take in air not for taste but for life. Just as we take

water to quench our thirst, in the same way should we

take food only to satisfy hunger. Unfortunately parents

make us contract a contrary habit from very childhood.

They corrupt us by giving us all manner of delicacies not

for our sustenance but out of mistaken affection. We
have got to fight against this unfavourable home atmos-

phere .

But our most powerful ally in conquering animal

passion is Ramanama or some similar mantra. The

Dwadasha mantra will also serve the same purpose. One

may repeat any mantra one pleases. I have suggested

Ramanama as I have been familiar with it since child-

hood and as it is my constant support in my struggles.www.gandhimedia.org



8 THE CONQUEST OF SEX

One must be completely absorbed in whatever mantra

one selects. One should not mind if other thoughts

disturb one during the japa. I am confident that one

who still goes on with the japa in faith will conquer in

the end. The mantra becomes one's staff of life and

carries one through every ordeal. One should not seek

worldly profit for such sacred mantras. The character-

istic power of these mantras lies in their standing guard
over personal purity, and every diligent seeker will

realise this at once. It should, however, be remembered

that the mantra is not to be repeated parrot -like. One

should pour one's soul into it. The parrot repeats such

mantras mechanically, we must repeat them intelligently

in the hope of driving out undesirable thoughts and with

full faith in the power of the mantras to assist us to do

so. Translation by Valji Govindji Desai of an article

in Navajivan, 25th May, 1924.
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II. IN CONFIDENCE

/ do not believe in a brahmacharya which ever required

a wall of protection against the touch of the opposite sex and

will fail if exposed to the least temptation. M. K. G.

The word in Sanskrit corresponding to celibacy is

Brahmacharya, and the latter means much more than

celibacy. Brahmacharya means perfect control over all

tlie senses and organs. For the perfect Brahmachari

nothing is impossible. But it is an ideal state which is

rarely realised. It is almost like Euclid's line which

exists only in imagination, never capable of being physi-

cally drawn. It is nevertheless an important definition

in geometry yielding great result. So may a perfect

Brahmachari exist only in imagination. But if we did

not keep him constantly before our mind's eye, we should

be like a rudderless ship. The nearer the approach to

the imaginary state, the greater the perfection.

But for the time being, I propose to confine myself
to Brahmacharya as in the sense of celibacy. I hold

that a life of perfect continence in thought, speech and
action is necessary for reaching spiritual perfection.

And the nation that does not possess such men is the

poorer for the want. But my purpose is to plead for

Brahmacharya as a temporary necessity in the present

stage of national evolution.

We have more than an ordinary share of disease,

famines and pauperism even starvation among millions
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10 THE CONQUEST OF SEX

. . .We only multiply slaves and weaklings, if we continue

the process of procreation whilst we feel and remain

helpless, diseased and famine-stricken. Not till India

has become a free nation, able to withstand avoidable

starvation, well able to feed herself in times of famine,

possessing the knowledge to deal with malaria, cholera,

influenza and other epidemics, have we the right to bring

forth progeny. I must not conceal from the reader the

sorrow I feel when I hear of births in this land. I must

confess that for years I have contemplated with satis-

faction the prospect of suspending procreation by

voluntary self-denial. India is today ill-equipped for

taking care even of her present population, not because

she is over-populated, but because she is forced to foreign

domination whose creed is progressive exploitation of her

resources.

How is the suspension of procreation to be brought
about ? Not by immoral and artificial checks that are

resorted to in Europe, but by a life of discipline and

self-control. Parents must teach their children the

practice of Brahmacharya. According to the Hindu

Shastras the lowest age at which boys may marry is

twenty-five. If the mothers of India could be inclined

to believe that it is sinful to train boys and girls for a

married life, half the marriages of India will automatically

stop. Nor need we believe the fetish of early puberty

among girls because of our hot climate. I have never

known a grosser superstition than this of early puberty.

I make bold to say that the climate has absolutely

nothing to do with puberty. What does bring about

www.gandhimedia.org



IN CONFIDENCE 11

untimely puberty is the mental and moral atmosphere

surrounding our family life. Mothers and other relations

make it a religious duty to teach innocent children that

they are to be married when they reach a particular age.

They are betrothed when they are infants, or even babes

in arms. The dress and the food of the children are also

aids to stimulating passions. We dress our children like

dolls, not for their but for our pleasure and vanity. I

have brought up children by the score. And they have

without difficulty taken to and delighted in any dress

given to them. We provide them with all kinds of

heating and stimulating foods. Our blind love takes no

note of their capacity. The result undoubtedly is an

early adolescence, immature progeny and an early grave.
Parents furnish an object lesson which the children easily

grasp. By reckless indulgence in their passions they
serve for their children as models of unrestrained licence.

Every untimely addition to the family is ushered in amid

trumpets of joy and feasting. The wonder is that we are

not less restrained than we are, notwithstanding our

surrounding^. I have not a shadow of a doubt that

married people, if they wished well to the country and

wanted to see India become a nation of strong and

handsome full-formed men and women, would practise

perfect self-restraint and cease to procreate for the time

being. I tender this advice even to the newly married.

It is easier not to do a thing at all than to cease doing it,

even as it is easier for a life abstainer to remain teetotaller

than for a drunkard or even a temperate man to abstain.

To remain erect is infinitely easier than to rise from a fall.

www.gandhimedia.org



12 THE CONQUEST OF SEX

It is wrong to say that continence can be safely preached

only to the satiated. There is hardly any meaning,

either, in preaching continence to an enfeebled person.

And my point is that whether we are young or old,

satiated or not, it is our duty at the present moment to

suspend bringing forth heirs to our slavery.

May I point out to parents that they ought not to

fall into the argumentative trap of the rights of partners ?

Consent is required for indulgence, never for restraint ;

this is an obvious truth .

# # #

I now place before the reader a few simple rules

which are based on the experience not only of myself,
but of many of my associates :

1. Boys and girls should be brought up simply and

naturally in the full belief that they are and can remain

innocent.

2. All should abstain from heating and stimulating

foods, condiments such as chillies, fatty and concentrated

foods such as fritters, sweets and fried substances.

3. Husband and wife should occupy separate rooms

and avoid privacy.

4. Both body and mind should be constantly and

healthily occupied.

5. Early to bed and early to rise should be strictly

observed.

6. All unclean literature should be avoided. The
antidote for unclean thoughts is clean thoughts.

7. Theatres, cinemas, etc., which tend to stimulate

passion, should be shunned.
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IN CONFIDENCE 13

8. Nocturnal dreams need not cause any anxiety.

A cold bath every time for a fairly strong person is the

finest preventive in such cases. It is wrong to say that

an occasional indulgence is a safeguard against in-

voluntary dreams.

9. Above all, one must not consider continence

even as between husband and wife to be so difficult as

to be practically impossible. On the contrary, self-

restraint must be considered to be the ordinary and

natural practice of life.

10. A heart -felt prayer every day for purity makes

one progressively pure. Y.7. 13-10-1920.
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III. ABOLISH MARRIAGE!

A large part of the miseries of today can be avoided, if

we look at the relations between the sexes in a healthy and

pure light, and regard ourselves as trustees for the moral

welfare of the future generations. M. K. G.

A correspondent, whom I know well, raises an issue,

I take it for purely academic interest, because I know

the views he has set forth are not his. "Is not our

present day morality unnatural ?" he asks. "If it was

natural, it should have been the same everywhere in all

ages, but every race and community seems to have its

own peculiar marriage laws, and in enforcing them men
have made themselves worse than beasts. For diseases

which are unknown amongst animals are quite common

amongst men
; infanticide, abortions, child-marriages,

which are impossible in the brute creation, are the curse

of the society that holds up marriage as a sacrament,
and no end of evil results have sprung from what we

uphold as laws of morality. And the miserable condition

of Hindu widows what is it due to, but to the existing

marriage laws ? Why not go back to nature, and take

a leaf out of the book of the brute creation ?
"

I do not know whether the advocates of free love in

the West resort to the argument summarised above or

have any stronger reasons to put forth, but I am sure

that the tendency to regard the marriage bond as

barbarous is distinctly Western, If the argument is

www.gandhimedia.org



ABOLISH MARRIAGE ! 15

also borrowed from the West, there is no difficulty about

meeting it.

It is a mistake to institute a comparison between

man and the brute, and it is this comparison that vitiates

the whole argument. For man is higher than the brute

in his moral instincts and moral institutions. The law

of nature as applied to the one is different from the law

of nature as applied to the other. Man has reason,

discrimination, and free will such as it is. The brute

has no such thing. It is not a free agent, and knows no

distinction between virtue and vice, good and evil. Man,

being a free agent, knows these distinctions, and when he

follows his higher nature, shows himself far superior to

the brute, but when he follows his baser nature, can show

himself lower than the brute. Even the races regarded
as the most uncivilised on earth accept some restriction

on sexual relations. If it be said that the restriction is

itself barbarous, then freedom from all restraints should

be the law of man. If all men were to act according to

this lawless law, there would be perfect chaos within

twenty-four hours. Man being by nature more passionate

than the brute, the moment all restraint was withdrawn,

the lava of unbridled passion would overspread the whole

earth and destroy mankind. Man is superior to the

brute inasmuch as he is capable of self-restraint and

sacrifice, of which the brute is incapable.

Some of the diseases that are so common at the

present day are the result of infringement of marriage
laws. I should like to know a single instance of a man

strictly observing the restraint of the marriage bondwww.gandhimedia.org



16 THE CONQUEST OF SEX

having suffered from the diseases the correspondent has

in mind. Infanticide, child marriages and the like are

also the result of the breach of marriage laws. For the

law lays down that a man or woman shall choose a mate

only when he or she has come of age, is healthy, and

capable of restraint, and desires to have progeny. Those,

who strictly obey this law and regard the marriage bond

as a sacrament, have never an occasion to be unhappy
or miserable. Where marriage is a sacrament, the union

is not the union of bodies but the union of souls indis-

soluble even by the death of either party. Where there

is a true union of souls, the re-marriage of a widow or

widower is unthinkable, improper and wrong. Marriages,

where the true law of marriage is ignored, do not deserve

the name. If we have very few true marriages now-a-

days, it is not the institution of marriage that is to blame,

but the prevailing form of it, which should be reformed.

The correspondent contends that marriage is no

moral or religious bond but a custom, and a custom

which is opposed to religion and morality, and hence

deserves to be absolished. I submit that marriage is a

fence that protects religion. If the fence were to be

destroyed, religion would go to pieces. The foundation

of religion is restraint, and marriage is nothing but

restraint. The man who knows no restraint has no hope
of self-realisation. I confess it may be difficult to prove
the necessity of restraint to an atheist or a materialist.

But he, who knows the perishable nature of flesh from

the imperishable nature of the spirit, instinctively knows

that self-realisation is impossible without self-disciplinewww.gandhimedia.org



ABOLISH MARRIAGE ! 17

and self-restraint. The body may either be a play-

ground of passion, or a temple of self-realisation. If it

is the latter, there is no room there for libertinism. The

spirit needs must curb the flesh every moment.

Woman will be the apple of discord where the

marriage bond is loose, where there is no observance of

the law of restraint. If men were as unrestricted as the

brutes they would straightway take the road to destruc-

tion. I am firmly of opinion that all the evils that the

correspondent complains of can be eradicated not by

abolishing marriage but by a systematic understanding

and observance of the law of marriage.

I agree that whereas amongst some communities

marriage is permitted amongst very near relations, it is

prohibited among other communities, that whereas some

communities forbid polygamy some permit it. Whilst

one would wish that there was a uniform moral law

accepted by all communities, the diversity does not point

to the necessity of abolishing all restraint. As we grow
wise in experience, our morality will gain in uniformity.

Even today the moral sense of the world holds up mono-

gamy as the highest ideal, and no religion makes polygamy

obligatory. The ideal remains unaffected by the relaxation

of practice according to time and place.

I need not reiterate my views regarding re-marriage

of widows, as I consider re-marriage of virgin widows not

only desirable but the bounden duty of all parents who

happen to have such widowed daughters, Y J, 3-6-1926.
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IV. WHAT IS NATURAL?

// we begin to believe that indulgence in animal passion
is necessary, harmless and sinless, we shall want to give

reins to it and shall be powerless to resist it. Whereas if

we educate ourselves to believe that such indulgence is

harmful, sinful, unnecessary, and can be controlled, we

shall discover that self-restraint is perfectly possible.

M. K. G.

No word seems to be more abused today than the

word 'natural/ For instance, a correspondent writes,

'as eating and drinking are natural to man, even so is

anger/ Another seems to argue : 'The sexual function

is as natural as the other functions of the body. Were
not so, God would not have endowed it to man. If it was

not our duty to curse the wicked and to bless the good,

why should we have been endowed with the faculty of

cursing and blessing ? May it not be our duty to develop
all our faculties to perfection ? ... In short virtue and

vice are figments of the imagination

This is not one man's argument, I have boiled down

and put together the arguments of many . . . Indeed if

we were to put man in the same category as the brute,

many things could be proved to come under the descrip-

tion 'natural/ But if they belong to two different

Species, not every thing that is natural to the brute is

natural to man. 'Progress is man's distinction, man's

alone, not beast's/ Man has discrimination and reason.www.gandhimedia.org


